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ABSTRACT 



This thesis evaluates the role of the House and Senate Armed Services Committees, 
the House and Senate Appropriations Committees, and the Democratic Caucus in matters 
pertaining to strategic nuclear weapons programs. Three strategic programs are used as 
case studies to support this evaluation; the Trident submarine and missile, the B-l bomber, 
and the MX missile. By comparing each committees’ funding recommendations to that 
approved by Congress as well as their success in blocking amendments which would affect 
such recommendations, it is apparent that the respective Armed Services Committees 
dominate in strategic nuclear issues. This was found to be true when strategic nuclear 
programs were debated largely within the confines of the committees as well as when they 
reached the congressional agenda. The MX missile, however, was a significant exception 
as it resulted in a shift of power away from the House Armed Services Committee and to 
the liberal arms control activists, via the forum of the Democratic Caucus. A detailed 
analysis of the MX case provides much useful information for strategic planners 
concerning the formulation of new strategic nuclear weapons programs, demonstrating the 
potential pitfalls and proposing ways to avoid these pitfalls; and if they can not be avoided, 
what could be the possible consequences. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 



Since the Vietnam war, Congress has played an increasingly active role in national 
defense matters. This is particularly true in the area of strategic weapons programs. As 
James Lindsay has observed, the deference Congress once gave to the executive branch in 
matters concerning nuclear weapons has been replaced by a serious concern for policy 
matters . 1 The puipose of this paper is to examine the post-Vietnam congressional decision- 
making process to develop an understanding of who within Congress possesses power 
when in matters concerning strategic nuclear weapons. 

This study will first examine the typical distribution of power within Congress in 
decisions on strategic weapons funding. Three strategic nuclear weapon programs will be 
used as case studies in this analysis: the Trident submarine and missile program, the MX 
missile, and the B-l bomber. The emphasis will be on the roles played by the House and 
Senate Armed Services Committees (HASC and SASC), the House and Senate 
Appropriation Committees (HAC and SAC), as well as the Democratic Caucus. Second, 
this study will expand upon Lindsay's work, which hypothesized when a strategic nuclear 
weapon program would reach what he calls the congressional agenda , 2 by determining 
what impact achievement of such a status has on the relative power distribution within 



1 James M. Lindsay, Congress and Nuclear Weapons ^Baltimore. MD: The John 
Hopkins University Press, 1991), 124-126. 

2 Lindsay, 87. A program is considered to be on Congress's agenda only when, for 
whatever reason, it encounters substantial opposition within the defense committees or 
the parent chambers. 
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Congress. Third, given the normal power distribution within Congress and how this shifts 
when a program is elevated to Congress's agenda, this study hopes to shed light on the fate 
of future strategic nuclear weapon programs. 

A . NATURE OF PROBLEM 

Lindsay, Blechman, Lynn- Jones and others have greatly enhanced our understanding 
of the congressional process as it relates to national defense matters, and have attempted to 
transcend the popular notions of what drives congressional behavior. Lindsay, for 
example, has argued that when an issue does reach the congressional agenda, it is interest 
in policy rather than parochialism or deference that drives congressional behavior. 3 
Furthermore, he has described those characteristics which will cause a nuclear weapon 
program to reach the congressional agenda. According to Lindsay, "Weapon systems that 
depart from declaratory doctrine or threaten to cross major thresholds in weapons 
development generate significant congressional opposition." 4 Furthermore, "the end of the 
Cold War in 1989 added a new factor to agenda setting in Congress, namely acceptable 
cost." 5 He does not explain, however, what significance reaching that agenda has on 
nuclear weapons programs, outside of creating congressional opposition. 



3 Lindsay, 7. Interest in policy assumes members care about the substantive issues 
surrounding weapons programs. By probing the merits of DoD requests, Congress has 
substantial influence over nuclear weapons policy. Parochialism dictates that 
congressional behavior is geared toward serving their constituents interests; thus 
congressman will evaluate weapons systems in terms of how such programs affect the 
local economic and social concerns of constituents. Deference is when members of 
Congress defer to the executive branch on weapons acquisition issues. By declining to 
question the substantive issues, Congress does not influence nuclear weapons policy. 



4 Lindsay, 86. 

5 Lindsay, 104. 
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This study adds to Lindsay's work by showing who exerts greater influence within 
Congress both when a strategic weapon program is debated within the committees as well 
as when it reaches the congressional agenda. It shows how this influence is manifested in 
program development and explains what this means for future strategic nuclear weapon 
programs. This study will also reveal that Congress as a body still engages in deference 
most of the time, even for strategic nuclear programs. However, this deference is no 
longer to the executive branch; rather, it is to the powerful congressional defense 
committees, particularly the armed services committees. 

B . IMPORTANCE OF PROBLEM 

Is it really important who possesses power within Congress? If past history is any 
indication, the answer is an unequivocal yes. When a strategic weapon program has made 
the congressional agenda, “outside” actors have demonstrated a serious interest in the 
outcome of the debate. Primary among these “outside” actors are the liberal arms control 
proponents, who have used the Democratic Caucus to swing the vote of the "congressional 
moderates 6 .” The moderates, in turn, have been very successful at altering nuclear 
weapons programs at the floor level, but have had little effect when such a program fails to 
reach the congressional agenda. 



6 Lindsay, 17. As opposed to "doves" who normally oppose nuclear weapons and 
prefer the strategic doctrine of minimum deterrence or "hawks" who normally support 
new weapon systems and tend to favor the strategic doctrine of counterforce, "moderates" 
lie in-between. They "see merit in both minimum deterrence and counterforce targeting 
without being convinced that either doctrine is totally right; hence, they will support 
some weapons systems and not others. Because moderates have flexible preferences, 
they constitute the swing bloc that determines outcomes in Congress." 
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Their efforts have affected strategic programs by resulting in significant funding 
reductions and/or by resulting in non-monetary restrictions. The anti-ballistic missile 
(ABM) programs were altered significantly by such debates in the late 1960s and early 
1970s, as was the MX program in the mid-1980s. In the case of the ABM programs, not 
only were there significant funding cuts, but also severe restrictions on deployment. The 
MX program likewise suffered large funding cuts and had numerous restrictions placed on 
its basing options. Today, these debates appear to be affecting the SDI and B-2 programs 
in an equally significant manner. 

This will continue in importance over the next twenty years as the United States 
debates crucial matters concerning strategic nuclear forces. Although significant progress 
has been made in strategic arms control, nuclear weapons will still be important as a 
deterrent force. The B-52 force is old and the B-lBs have limited penetrating capability. 
With the future of the B-2 in question, it appears that a new strategic bomber will have to 
be considered. Although relatively new, the first Tridents will be reaching their end of life 
early in the next century, requiring development of a new SSBN by the turn of the century. 
Finally, with the exception of the 50 MX (Peacekeeper) missiles, the entire ICBM force 
will be over thirty years old early in the next century. Debates about a new ICBM and the 
need for a triad of strategic nuclear forces will likely resurface. 

C. METHODOLOGY 

The subsequent chapters explore the nature of strategic weapon decision-making 
within Congress since Vietnam. To determine who has power when within Congress, the 
following methodology will be utilized. 

First, relative influence within the House of Representatives will be determined by 
discovering which committees most significantly shaped the final funding levels for 
strategic programs over the past twenty years. The HASC budget recommendations versus 
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the House's action prior to the House-Senate authorization conference will be analyzed. 
This same analysis will be employed between the HAC and the House prior to the 
appropriation conference. Changes or a lack there of on the House floor concerning the 
committees' recommendations will then be compared to the president's budget requests, 
which will aid in determining the extent of committee influence. 

Key amendments to the HASC and HAC recommendations also will be analyzed. In 
this case, a low amendment passage rate would indicate that either the respective committee 
was able to wield sufficient power to prevent its passage on the floor, or that the 
amendment was of a trivial nature and was proposed solely to benefit its sponsors by 
enabling them to publicly express their policy views. Thus, this chapter will necessarily 
require non-quantitative analysis to determine which amendments were a legitimate measure 
of House power. 

Second, relative power within the Senate will be determined following the 
methodology utilized for the House. Here, the players to be examined include the Senate's 
two major defense committees, the SASC and the SAC, as well as the non-committee 
members on the Senate floor. 

The first two steps assume that nondefense committees have not played as significant a 
role in strategic weapon programs. This assumption is supported by Lindsay who states: 
“In the final analysis, Senate Foreign Relations, House Foreign Affairs, and other 
congressional committees exercise very limited influence over congressional decisions on 
nuclear weapons policy.. ..No matter how much attention they attract, the nondefense 
committees do not directly affect weapons development ” 7 



5 



